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WHAT WOULD MAKE THE PUBLIC FEEL READY TO PROTECT AGAINST COVID-19? 


What would make the public feel ready to take protective and treatment measures against 
COVID-19? 

The world needs effective preventive measures and treatments to increase immunity, 
protect against viruses and develop new treatments to treat diseases caused by viruses. The most 
recent examples of threatening diseases include SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, 
SARS-CoV), MERS (Middle East Respiratory Syndrome), and COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2), with 
the latter one, declared in March 2020 as a pandemic by the World Health Organization, 
becoming the greatest public health risk since the 1918 influenza outbreak (Esposito et al., 
2020). Since the beginning of the pandemic, there have been more than 40 million diagnosed 
cases and more than a million deaths worldwide (Google, n.d.; Cheng, 2020). As of April 2020, 
the global mitigation efforts included 115 vaccine candidates (Le et al., 2020); this number is 
growing each month. The number of various antiviral drugs (e.g., hydroxychloroquine, 
remdesivir, favipiravir, ritonavir, tocilizumab, immunoglobulins, etc.) to treat those affected by 
the virus has also been growing exponentially (Esposito et al., 2020). The purpose of this focus 
group is to learn about the public’s willingness to accept preventive measures and treatment 
medications against COVID-19. The Canadian public seemed divided on whether to vaccinate or 
wait (Pelley, 2020) and a similar survey in the United States about half of adults preferred not to 
vaccinate (Tyson et al., 2020). What would make the public feel ready to take measures against 
COVID-19? 

The purpose of this focus group was to: 1) investigate current opinions about COVID-19; 
2) measure participants’ feelings on the importance of anti-COVID-19 measures; 3) find out 


preferred options regarding preventives versus treatments; 4) identify factors influencing the 
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decision-making process; and 5) determine the effect of clinical trials’ results on the decision to 
take preventives/treatments. 
Method 

Procedure 

One focus group was conducted using the Zoom platform and was 13 minutes and 
seventeen seconds in length. The focus group moderator was a graduate student in the Master of 
Management in Library and Information Science at the University of Southern California (USC). 
Participants 

A total of 3 participants-1 female and 2 males- took part in the study. The focus group 
included a relatively homogenous population; all participants were graduate students and thus 
had a similar level of education. They all resided in the United States, in urban cities. All were of 
the same ethnicity and were under 40 years old; age ranged from 28 to 38 years old (Mdn = 29). 
Participants were all Caucasians living in the United States, specifically in Florida, California, 
and North Carolina. All had relation to school teaching; two participants were school teachers 
themselves and one had a teacher as a partner. One participant has just recovered from the 
COVID-19 disease. 
Focus Group 

The focus group discussion consisted of two warm-up questions asking participants to 
share their age and location. The focus group discussion had five main questions. The first part 
focused on general feelings about COVID-19. An example question was “How worried are you 
about the current pandemic?” The second part asked to quantify the importance of anti-COVID- 
19 measures. An example question was “On a scale | to 10, please rate the importance of 


preventive and treatment measures against COVID-19.” The third part focused on preferences 
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for avoiding getting sick versus receiving medical treatment after contracting the disease. An 
example question was “Would you rather accept preventives or treatments for COVID-19?” The 
fourth part involved looking into factors influencing choices to take measures against COVID- 
19. An example question was “What are the factors determining your decisions to accept 
preventives and/or treatments for COVID-19?” The fifth part sampled whether the results of 
COVID-19 clinical trials affected participants’ decisions to accept medical substances. A 
question was “How the results of clinical trials affect your decision to accept preventives or 
treatments?” The moderator guide can be seen in Appendix A. The word “vaccine” or naming 
any specific preventive or treatment measures were purposely avoided during this focus group. 
This was because: 1) naming of preventives/treatments may be seen as leading questions; 2) 
naming vaccines/drugs may be an inflammatory topic; or 3) voicing specific measures may 
prevent from discovering others yet to be named concerns, issues, or measures. 
Findings 

This focus group demonstrated participants’ thoughts and feelings about COVID-19. 
Views were unanimous and were negative feelings, described as “terrified,” “worried,” “angry,” 
“frustrated,” and “disturbing.” One of the participants felt the country has handled the pandemic 
poorly and the government’s response “appears to be a failure” with “no end of sight here in the 
U.S.” The same participant felt that China and Taiwan did a good job handling the pandemic as 
it “is under the control there.” One of the teachers worried that school children were allowed not 
to wear masks when they were facing teachers. Although worried about catching the virus at 
school, teachers were afraid they would lose their jobs if they voiced their opinions about the 


dangerous work environment (e.g., “If we take a stand against being put in danger, we will be the 
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victims of the budget cuts next year’). The person, who has recovered from the COVID-19 
disease, was afraid to become ill again by catching a mutated version of the virus. 

This group’s participants were unanimously worried about passing the virus to their 
young children, older parents, or others living in close proximity. All agreed the preventives and 
treatments were of great importance and measured them as 8 to 10 on the scale of 10. One 
participant who has just recovered from the disease felt the preventives were slightly more 
important compared to treatments, while another participant described preventives/treatments as 
“slightly less important” for young and healthy persons without immune problems. All 
participants were unanimous in their opinions to prefer preventives to treatments. 

Participants of the focus group were aware of preventives, specifically about protective 
gears (e.g., masks), washing hands, and staying at least six feet apart from one another. Among 
most important factors influencing the participants’ decisions were the responsibility to keep the 
entrusted in their care schoolchildren safe and keep the virus away from vulnerable populations. 
They also believed there were less side effects when using preventives. 

Results of clinical trials were unanimously very important in the decision-making 
process. If results were not convincing or there were side effects, the participants were not 
willing “to volunteer to take it [preventive or treatment]. One participant would agree, as “a 
young and healthy person” to participate “somewhere down the line” of a clinical trial and 
another felt it would depend on the severity of the disease. For example, if hospitalized with a 
severe form of the disease, the participant would be willing to accept a drug that did not pass all 
quality control stages in an attempt to “remain there for my family.” 


Discussion 
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The focus group method was successful; all participants had extensive experience with 
the subject, were interested in the topic, and thus were willing to share their thoughts and 
opinions at length. Although participants were from three different states, they knew each other. 
There was even sharing of opinions and nobody demonstrated dominant or shy behaviors. 

All agreed on their feelings about the pandemic. They were worried, afraid, and frustrated 
about their virus-related experiences. Participants were worried about spreading the virus to their 
families and people around them. The consensus among focus group participants was that it was 
very important to prevent and treat COVID-19. There was a noted trend, however, for young and 
healthy people seeing preventive measures being slightly of less importance compared to the 
COVID-19 young survivor or older participants. 

A recent survey demonstrated the equal split among Americans on their decisions to 
vaccinate or not (Tyson, et al., 2020). Interestingly, the word “vaccine” was not mentioned 
during this focus group. Preventives, however, were unanimously preferred to treatments. 
Instead of thinking about vaccination as one of the preventive options, the participants thought 
about preventives as protective measures including protective gear, hands sanitizing, and 
distancing themselves from each other. Participants felt these existing protective measures were 
sufficient to protect them from getting sick from the virus. Participants’ opinions about possible 
side effects of preventives echo findings by Tyson et al., who found 76% of Americans named 
the possibility of side effects as a major factor preventing them from vaccination. This focus 
group’s unanimous desire to see the clinical trials proving the safety of preventives/treatments 
corresponds with the survey’s findings, in which 72% of responders felt that way. 

Results of this focus group suggest the public feels ready to accept anti-COVID-19 


preventive/treatment medications if clinical trials show their effectiveness without side effects. If 
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the disease is in its advanced stage, less studied medications may be considered. These results 
may be helpful for the FDA’s (U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s) approval process of new 
vaccines, biological agents, and therapeutics, designed to fight COVID-19 (FDA, n.d.). Although 
the main question to determine the public’s readiness to take preventive and treatment measures 
against COVID-19 was answered in this focus group, there was no information collected about 
the public’s willingness to accept a vaccine against the virus. For the next focus groups, I suggest 
to introduce additional clarifying questions and perhaps split questions about protective and 
treatment options. Examples may be “Can you think about other protective measures (in addition 
to protective gear, hand washing, and distancing)?” and “What do you think about a COVID-19 
vaccine?” I would introduce the word “vaccine” later in the discussion (if not mentioned), to 


evaluate its effect on opinions and collect additional information on the topic. 
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Appendix A: Moderator Guide 
Problem: Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been 38 million cases and 
more than a million deaths worldwide. As of April 2020, the global efforts to vaccinate against 
COVID-19 included 115 disease-preventive measures; this number is growing each month. 
Similarly, there is an exponential growth of antiviral drugs to treat those affected by the virus. 
The public is worried whether it is safe to vaccinate or treat against the COVID-19. 
Question (goal): What will make the public to feel ready to accept preventive (vaccinate) or 
treatment medications against SARS-CoV-2 virus (commonly known as COVID-19)? 
Moderator: With your permission, I am recording this session. Thank you for valuable time and 
your agreement to participate in this focus group today. I appreciate this very much. As a token 
of appreciation, you will be receiving $15 amazon gift card. 

I have chosen a topic of a great interest to me, but you are free to withhold your answers 
at any time during this session. It is not necessary for you to answer all questions, but I would 
like to hear from everyone willing to share their opinions. To maximize effectiveness of our 
virtual meeting, I will be calling your name and ask to respond with two-three phrases. 

Iam a USC MMLIS student, and Iam your moderator for this focus session. The topic is 
relevant to my background in health sciences and information. The world faces various viruses 
threatening the health of many. The most recent examples include SARS, MERS, and COVID- 
19, with the latter one declared (in March 2020) as a pandemic by the World Health 
Organization and is the greatest health risk since the influenza 1918 outbreak. Since the 
beginning of the pandemic, there have been approximately 38 million diagnosed cases and more 
than a million deaths worldwide. I would like to evaluate the public’s feelings about the potential 


to improve the current situation. Let us begin. 
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1. How old are you? I will go in order you appear on my screen. 

2. Where are you physically located today? Please say the name of the place and the state. 

3. How worried are you about the current pandemic? Please give me two-three words or 
phrases to express your feelings. This time, I will call your names backwards. 

4. Onascale | to 10, please rate the importance of preventive and treatment measures 
against COVID-19. 

5. Would you rather accept preventives or treatments for COVID-19? (Think back when 
you were a patient for any disease). 

6. What are the factors determining your decisions to accept preventives and/or treatments 
for COVID-19? Please name two-three factors. 

7. How the results of clinical trials affect your decision to accept preventives/treatments? 

8. Which organizations would encourage you to accept preventives and treatments against 
coronavirus? 

9. Are there any pharmaceutical organization(s) that immediately come to your mind as 
trustworthy to produce preventives/treatments? 

10. What advice do you have for pharmaceutical companies developing preventives and 
treatments? 

11. Is there anything else you would like to add that we did not cover during this session? 

Probe questions: 

Can you give me an example? 
Could you please describe what you mean? 
Could you please tell me more? 


To steer a conversation away from a dominant participant (if needed): 
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We would like to hear from everyone. 


I would like to thank everyone for sharing your ideas today. Thank you. 
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